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Young free-range Rhode Island Red hens.





Foreword

Our feathered friend and companion, the chicken, has been around “since Adam were a lad”, as an old farming friend used to say.

The rich diversity of colour, size and feather pattern, along with their elegant toy-soldier-like strutting, is a joy to behold. Most are friendly, docile creatures but there are a few “grumpy old men” who will view your legs as their next appetizer. In the chicken world many are bred for the sheer joy, pleasure and happiness they give to their breeders, and many small breeders will put in two or three hours of care on top of a full day at work.

Standards of care for chickens vary enormously around of world, but thankfully the welfare of the birds is widely promoted and most chicken farming is undertaken responsibly these days. The vast majority of British farms and farmers ensure that all birds have a good and stress-free life, and lead the way in commercial standards of husbandry, while in the United States bodies such as the Animal Welfare Institute promote high welfare standards and animal-sensitive approaches to farming.

In the British Isles organizations such as The Rare Poultry Society and the Rare Breeds Survival Trust (RBST) do much to ensure that rare breeds do not disappear into the annals of history. RBST grading, where mentioned in the book, refers only to the colour of chicken pictured. The same breed, but of a different colour, can have a different grade.

Jack Byard, Bradford, 2020

NOTE Many breeds of chicken have been developed to produce a range of different varieties/colours. In this book the breed heading and Characteristics information relate to the variety shown in the accompanying photograph.




1 Ancona

Characteristics

Colour: Midnight blue with bright V-shaped white speckles.
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One of the oldest breeds of chickens, the Ancona was bred for centuries in the Marche region on the east coast of Italy. Fortunately it was spotted by a group of poultry enthusiasts and arrived in the British Isles in the mid- to late-nineteenth century. It was also known as the Mottled Leghorn or Black Leghorn since its beautiful patterned plumage gives it a strong resemblance to that breed. The feathers whiten with age.

This tough, hardy bird is extremely popular in Europe since it can adapt easily to a range of environments. It is an efficient scavenger and has a great instinct for finding food. It is also well known for its egg-laying abilities; it is quite common for one bird to lay three hundred white eggs a year. As a result of this range of attributes the breed has flourished. The high-flying Ancona must always be bred free range but kept within a high fence to prevent it from disappearing.

It is no longer used commercially but is bred for the pleasure it gives, still having a firm place in domestic flocks and at poultry shows throughout the British Isles, Europe and the USA.




2 Andalusian

Characteristics

Colour: Slate-blue with narrow dark blue lacing on each feather.
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This ornamental bird was developed in Andalusia, and further developed in the British Isles and the USA. The modern blue Andalusian is a result of crossing black and white birds imported from Andalusia, Spain, in 1846. Crossing two blue birds will result in 25 percent black and 25 percent white, with the remaining 50 percent of the clutch blue. The Andalusian is therefore only bred by enthusiasts with an interest in preserving the breed. The development of the breed as we know it today is credited to the English, but whether this was achieved in Andalusia or in England is not known. A number of people have nailed their names to the mast including John Taylor of Shepherds Bush, London and the Duchess of Dartmouth.

The Andalusian has a magnificent presence, being both elegant and graceful (the reasons most people give for keeping them). It is also an extremely fast runner (the breed society suggests anyone wishing to keep the birds should invest in a landing net). One bird will lay around 160 creamy white eggs a year.

Originally from Andalusia in Spain the breed is now found throughout Europe, the British Isles, the USA, Canada and Australia.




3 Appenzeller Spitzhauben

Silver Spangled

Characteristics

Colour: Silvery white with a lacy bonnet; feather tips have black dots (spangles).
Also Gold Spangled, Black Spangled and Barthuhner varieties.
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The Appenzeller – the national chicken breed of Switzerland – originated in the Canton of Appenzeller, where it is thought to have existed for over four hundred years. The bird’s comb is similar to a traditional pointed lace bonnet from the area: a spitzhauben.

During World War II the Appenzeller Spitzhauben came close to extinction and it was only the dedication of German breeders in the 1950s that ensured its survival. It is a good, hardy breed, well adapted to living in mountainous regions. The birds require little attention if they have a good foraging area and virtually look after themselves. The Appenzeller does not like to be confined and is at its best when given the freedom to roam; the birds are superb climbers and will happily roost in trees. It will lay in the region of 150 eggs a year so is possibly not the best of layers, but is “a good companion”.

Originally found only in Switzerland the breed is now seen throughout the British Isles and Europe, the USA, Canada and Australia.




4 Araucana

Lavender

Characteristics

Colour: Blue-grey, with a small pea comb.
Also Blue, Black/Red, Silver Duckwing, Golden Duckwing, Blue/Red, Pile, Crele, Spangled, Cuckoo, Black and White varieties.
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The Araucana is an ancient breed and was named after the Araucano tribe of Native South American Indians who lived on the high plains of the Andes mountains in Chile. In the early sixteenth century the Portuguese explorer Magellan recorded seeing blue-egg-laying poultry resembling the Araucana, and later in the same century the breed arrived in countries around the Mediterranean. The British type of Araucana was developed in Scotland by George Malcolm from birds carried on a Chilean ship that was wrecked in the Hebrides in the 1930s.

The Araucana does not lay many eggs, but the eggs are spectacular: mainly blue or green but ranging from greenish-blue to violet-blue to greyish. The shell is unique in that it is the same colour both inside and out. The Araucana are hardy, grow quickly and mature fast. They are content to be housed in a pen as long as there is a regular supply of fresh grass.

It is believed that in 2006 the Spangled variety became extinct, but hopefully in some remote corner of the world there are still Spangled Araucana to be found. The breed originated in the Andes, but varieties are now found worldwide.




5 Australorp

Black

Characteristics

Colour: Black with green sheen.
Also Blue and White varieties.
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The Australorp was developed from the Black Orpington. William Cook’s Orpingtons were imported into Australia from the British Isles in the nineteenth century. Australian breeders wanted a quality dual-purpose breed, and this was achieved by crossing the Black Orpington with the Langshan, Minorca, the White Leghorn and a touch of Rhode Island Red. The Australorp was born. Several people wanted to take the credit for choosing the name “Australian Laying Orpington”, but it didn’t exactly trip off the tongue! In 1919 Arthur Harwood suggested “Austral” with an added “orp” to honour the bird’s ancestors, and the name was accepted. In 1921 the breed was imported into the British Isles.

It is a beautiful bird and a good all-round breed, laying in the region of 250 light brown eggs a year. A group of six Australorps hold the world record (1922–3) for laying 1,857 eggs, an average of 309.5 eggs per hen, over 365 consecutive days. They make good pets, being docile and friendly, and are happy in a run or free range: a good choice for a beginner. From its origins in Australia the breed is now found throughout the British Isles and most major continents.




6 Barnevelder

Double Laced

Characteristics

Colour: Double-laced mahogany/black feathers; the male’s have iridescent shades of green.
Also Black, Partridge and Silver varieties.
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Developed during the nineteenth century in Barneveld in Holland, the breed was originally created to produce beautiful dark brown eggs. The breeds used were chosen with great care. A Dutch hen was crossed with a Langshan, producing darkcoloured eggs; further crosses with the Buff Orpington, Brahma and Cochin were introduced to improve the quality and colour of the eggs. From 1910 steps were taken to introduce uniformity to the Barnevelder. In 1921 the Dutch Association of Barnevelder Breeders was formed and the breed standard fixed. In the same year the breed was imported into the British Isles, and the British Barnevelder Club formed.

The breed became famous, leading to worldwide exports. This good, hardy, dual-purpose hen is capable of laying an average of two hundred dark brown goodflavoured eggs each year. The Barnevelder is a lazy chicken and must be kept free range to ensure it receives plenty of exercise; overweight Barnevelder do not lay eggs. The chicks are born yellow, and the brown feathers develop as the bird matures.

From its origins in Holland the breed is now found worldwide.
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